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  WASHINGTON ‚ Congressman John W. Olver (D-1st District) today introduced bipartisan legislation to expand primary care options and cut Medicaid costs by improving access to nurse practitioners and physician assistants.

  Principal sponsors of the bill are Reps. Sherwood Boehlert (R-NY), John Olver (D-MA), Steven C. LaTourette (R-OH) and Lois Capps (D-CA).

  The Medicaid Advanced Practice Nurses and Physician Assistants Access Act (H.R. 2716) would require states to offer Medicaid coverage for primary care services provided by advanced practice registered nurses, the majority of which are nurse practitioners, and physician assistants.

  "In areas with a shortage of physicians, nurse practitioners and physician assistants can be more accessible," Olver said. "Current law, however, often denies Medicaid beneficiaries access to these health care providers. This bill would go a long way toward improving health care in many rural and medically-underserved areas of the country, including the 1st Congressional District of Massachusetts.î

   The Medicaid Advanced Practice Nurses and Physician Assistants Access Act would require Medicaid managed care plans to recognize all nurse practitioners, certified nurse midwives and physician assistants as primary care case managers.

  "In terms of quality of care, patient satisfaction and cost-effectiveness, advanced practice registered nurses are among the best values in health care," said Barbara A. Blakeney, MS, RN, president of the American Nurses Association. "Advanced practice registered nurses are particularly important in providing primary care services in underserved and rural communities."

  Prior to 1997, federal law required state Medicaid programs to cover health care services provided by some advanced practice registered nurses. The Balanced Budget Act of 1997 encouraged states to move Medicaid recipients into managed care, but failed to recognize advanced practice registered nurses as participants, thereby removing the federal mandate to include them as Medicaid providers.

   Currently, states have the option to deny Medicaid managed care coverage for primary care services provided by some advanced practice registered nurses and physician assistants. In states that recognize only physicians, Medicaid beneficiaries have fewer health care options, especially in areas with a shortage of physicians. Medicaid beneficiaries may delay care, which can lead to more costly, but often preventable, medical complications.

  The bill would also require Medicaid managed care provider panels to include all advanced practice registered nurses and physician assistants. Current law requires that a Medicaid managed care organization must maintain a sufficient number, mix and geographic distribution of providers of services. In addition to the primary care provided by advanced practice registered nurses, they also provide specialized medical services such as the pain management services provided by nurse anesthetists and mental health services provided by clinical nurse specialists. And, they are often the only providers available to deliver these specialized services in rural or inner-city areas.

  Finally, the bill would expand Medicaid fee-for-service coverage for all nurse practitioners, clinical nurse specialists and physician assistants. Since many states reimburse advanced practice registered nurses at a rate 10- to 30-percent less than physicians, this will save Medicaid money.

  The bill is endorsed by the American Nurses Association, the American Academy of Nurse Practitioners, the American College of Nurse Practitioners, the National Association of Pediatric Nurse Practitioners, the Association of Women's Health, Obstetric and Neonatal Nurses, the American Academy of Physician Assistants, the American Association of Nurse Anesthetists, the National Association of Clinical Nurse Specialists, and the American College of Nurse-Midwives. 
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